Research conducted by the World Health Organization suggests that much of the sexual activity that begins in adolescence is high-risk, unsafe and oftentimes nonconsensual. 1 A majority of young people do not have correct information on the use of contraceptives or the prevention of pregnancy and STIs, and youth-friendly reproductive health services are not readily available. Moreover, in many cultures, expressed social norms condemn premarital sex, especially for women, and there are large gender-based differences in sexual conduct and in the ability to negotiate sexual activity and contraceptive use. 1 Research also suggests that, for adolescents, being in school and having high educational aspirations, living with both parents and having high self-efficacy to refuse unsafe or unwanted sex are protective against risky premarital sexual relations. 2 On the other hand, poor academic performance; abuse of substances, such as drugs, alcohol and tobacco; access to pornographic films and other X-rated materials; having peers who are sexually active; family instability; and being part of the workforce, especially for males, are inversely associated with lower-risk sexual activities. 2 Globally, there is increasing consensus that comprehensive behavioral interventions must take account of social context and aim to modify social norms that support uptake and maintenance of behavior change. 3 In India, globalization, urbanization, rapid economic growth and the extensive reach of media have vastly changed the realities of young people in just a generation. Young people are exposed to new ideas and are better informed about their rights and responsibilities. 4 Urbanization has led to increased opportunities for education for young people; simultaneously, it has eased the transition from traditional extended families to nuclear families with minimal community support systems. The declining age at puberty and the increasing age at marriage have created a growing window of opportunity in which young people may engage in premarital romantic and sexual relationships. 5 All of these factors have clear implications for adolescents and their sexual behavior. However, social norms have not kept pace with changing circumstances. In India, a double standard for females and males prevails. Young people are confronted with marked gender disparities in the social norms governing their sexual behavior. [6] [7] [8] [9] Young women are subject to strict supervision and are commonly prohibited from socializing with males outside their families. 6 In contrast, young men, who enjoy more freedom, find it easier to explore sex before marriage, including the services of commercial sex workers. 6, 10 The youth themselves are aware of these double standards. 
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Young men often use coercive behaviors, ranging from derogatory comments to forced sexual intercourse, to demonstrate their dominance in heterosexual interactions or relationships. 11 Gender power imbalances encourage secrecy, and inhibit negotiation between partners. 12 The hint of a premarital relationship can precipitate parents into pressuring a young woman to marry a man not of her choice; as a result, young women fear disclosure of their sexual activity. 6, 7 Parents often believe that strict supervision of children inhibits their formation of romantic or sexual partnerships; findings from a 2007 survey of 15-24-year-olds in Pune district in Maharashtra indicate that this belief may be unfounded. 5 Evidence suggests that despite a conservative environment that disapproves of interactions among adolescent males and females, there are opportunities for social mixing, and young people have devised ways of developing romantic partnerships with the opposite sex. 5-7,10,13,14(pp.150-151) In view of these realities, fewer females than males engage in premarital sexual behaviors. In the most recent National Family Health Survey (2005) (2006) , 9% of young men aged 15-19 and 13% aged 20-24 reported having had premarital sex. In the same survey, 1% of females in each of those age-groups reported premarital sex. 15 A 2008 community-based survey of 15-24-year-olds conducted in Maharashtra found that 11% of urban males and 21% of rural males reported premarital sexual intercourse, compared with 1% of urban females and 3% of rural females. 14(p.167) In the 2007 study conducted in Pune district, 36% of young men and 31% of young women in urban settings reported either receiving or initiating a proposal for romantic partnership before marriage. 5 And according to another study conducted in 22 schools and colleges in Patna, 28% of males and 12% of females reported having experienced any physical intimacy, and 23% of males and 9% of females reported having experienced kissing, touching or sexual intercourse. 16 However, there is some evidence that females tend to underreport sexual behaviors, whereas males tend to overreport them. 12, 17 For males, more freedom in the absence of reliable sources of information on safe sexual practices implies an increased probability of acquiring STIs, including HIV. Moreover, young men who have premarital sex put the young women they marry at risk of acquiring STIs, even if the young women did not engage in premarital sex themselves. 18 It is clear that initiatives that aim to improve the sexual health of young people in India are needed. An increasing number of studies [4] [5] [6] 13, 16, 19, 20 have explored sexual experiences of youth in different settings in India. However, more information is needed so that interventions that address the sexual health needs of youth in a culturally relevant and gender-sensitive manner can be developed. The fact that 10-24-year-olds account for 30% of India's population (327 million individuals) 21 and 31% of the AIDS cases in the country 22 has added urgency to addressing the reproductive and sexual health needs of this agegroup.
Using a gender lens, this study explores how males and females indicate interest in one another, elicits their opinions on premarital sex and examines how they engage in sexual behaviors in a social context that is not supportive of premarital romantic or sexual relationships. The study further explores patterns in romantic partnerships* and attitudes toward sex by age and sexual experiences of respondents.
METHODS

Study Design
In collaboration with Samudayik Shakti, an organization that works on issues related to domestic violence, the study was conducted in economically disadvantaged neighborhoods of Dakshin Puri, Delhi, India. These neighborhoods are home to low-income families (a substantial proportion of families live on a monthly family income of less than Rs 3,000. † A majority of the residents work in the informal sector and are engaged in low-paying or unskilled jobs, such as those in factories, warehouses or construction, or provide domestic help in affluent neighborhoods.
The study sample for this analysis is derived from a randomized crossover trial that compared face-to-face interviews (the standard interview methodology) to audio computer-assisted self-interviews and culturally relevant interactive interviews ‡ to determine whether adolescents' reports about their sexual experiences changed as a result of the interview methodology. A household enumeration in November 2003 and March-April 2004 preceded the trial. We started household enumeration in one slum and continued in contiguous slums until we reached the required number of adolescents for the parent study. All unmarried 15-19-year-olds living in four economically disadvantaged neighborhoods of Dakshin Puri were eligible to participate. § The interviewers, the majority of whom were aged 18-24, were identified locally. They were matched to respondents by sex. They were trained to be nonjudgmental, and the importance of maintaining participant confidentiality was stressed. The study was approved by the Johns Hopkins Bloomberg School of Public Health Institutional Review Board and a local institutional review Premarital Romantic Partnerships in Delhi,India *For the purpose of this study, "romantic partnership"implies association that is based on interest in the opposite sex. Given the context, romantic partnership does not necessarily mean a friendship or sexual relationship between the partners;however,it could lead to a friendship or a sexual relationship. †Indian Rs 3,000=US$70. ‡These were interviewer-administered and were supported by several audiovisual aids, such as a five-segment audio drama that recreated situations from the lives of the respondents. These interviews also included interviewer-guided, anonymous individual sheets on which participants responded to questions on their sexual behaviors. §The details on the sample size,methods and results from the parent study are available elsewhere (source:Jaya,Hindin MJ and The variable on sexual experience was also a dichotomous variable, i.e., having reported a sexual relationship and having not reported one.
RESULTS
The final sample for analysis included 583 males and 475 females. Females in the study sample were younger than males, with 79% of females and 61% of males aged 15-17, suggesting that in these areas, females tend to get married at a younger age than males (Table 1) . Only one-third of respondents were in school at the time of the survey. Nearly three-fourths of the males and half of the females in the study sample had ever been in the workforce. Thirty-six percent of males and 56% of females were from families with a monthly income of Rs 3,000 or less. The majority of the respondents were Hindu. Thirty-two percent of males and 6% of females reported having had sex with someone of the opposite sex; 10% of males and 2% of females reboard in India. Parental consent was obtained before approaching the adolescents; consent was obtained from the adolescents just before enrolling them in the trial.
Structured interviews with closed-ended questions were used to elicit responses on a range of issues related to sexuality and sexual behaviors. For example, respondents were asked such questions as "Should boys and girls interact with one another?" and "Did any girl/boy ever express interest in you?"
Questions were asked in the local language (Hindi). On average, the administration of the full protocol lasted 90-120 minutes. Complete privacy was ensured, and we did not record names of participants. Missing data were minimal (0.2-1%). Data were checked daily and entered into Microsoft Access.
At the end of the interviews, every participant was given a metal box containing snacks (total cost not exceeding US$.60). All the participants were provided with the address of an organization and telephone helpline where they could seek free counseling on sexual health issues. With the respondents' permission, our collaborating organization, Samudayik Shakti, was informed of cases of nonconsensual sexual experiences.
Statistical and Analytical Techniques
As the parent study required every participant to be interviewed both face-to-face and in another interview methodology, we had two responses from every participant. We generated dichotomous variables by coding the respondents as having expressed a perception or engaged in a behavior they reported on either one or both of the interview modes.
We conducted the analysis in Stata version 9. As the absolute number in some cells was fewer than five, we used Fisher's exact tests to compare proportions for outcome variables with categorical responses. 23 First, we explored the association between specific attitudes or behaviors and the gender of the respondent using Fisher's exact tests. Further, we explored differences in behaviors between adolescent men and women, stratified by their age-group and sexual experience. In these analyses, age was coded as a dichotomous variable, i.e., 15-17 and 18-19 years old. Premarital Romantic Partnerships in Delhi,India ported a sexual relationship with someone of the same sex. All differences between genders were significant except those for being in school and religion. Among those who reported a heterosexual sexual relationship, 82% of males and 62% of females reported feeling good after the experience; 31% of males and 48% of females reported feeling bad after the experience (not shown). It is interesting to note that 13% of males and 10% of females reported both negative and positive feelings after a sexual experience; this may reflect the ambivalence associated with premarital sex in settings with a strong social taboo against it.
Interactions with the Opposite Sex
Overall, males reported more interactions with the opposite sex than females ( Table 2 , page 99). Males were more likely to report having friends of the opposite sex (62% vs. 40%) and to acknowledge that both males and females in their age-group had begun to be interested in one another (94% vs. 87%). In comparison with females, a larger proportion of males reported that someone of the opposite sex had expressed interest in them (62% vs. 53%), and that they had ever liked someone of the opposite sex (67% vs. 47%).
The comparisons between younger and older adolescents show patterns similar to the overall findings. In comparison with 15-17-year-old females, males in this agegroup more often reported having friends of the opposite sex (56% vs. 38%), acknowledged that young people in their age-group had begun to be interested in one another (92% vs. 85%) and reported that they had ever liked someone of the opposite sex (61% vs. 46%). Among the older adolescents, the pattern of significant differences was the same as in the overall sample.
In comparing adolescents who reported having had a sexual relationship with those who had not, we see another pattern of gender differences. Among respondents who had not had a sexual relationship, females were more likely than males to report interactions with the opposite sex (56% vs. 38%). However, males who had not had a sexual relationship more often reported having friends of the opposite sex (48% vs. 37%) and having ever liked someone of the opposite sex (56% vs. 45%) than did their female counterparts. When comparing males and females who reported a sexual relationship, we found no significant gender differences in the reported behaviors.
Reactions to the Opposite Sex
The 359 males and 250 females who reported that someone of the opposite sex had expressed an interest in them were asked to report their reactions (Figure 1) . Overall, in comparison with males, females were more likely to report negative reactions. While 63% of females and 86% of males reported that the interest made them feel good, 44% of females and 31% of males reported that it made them feel bad. Seventy-three percent of females, compared with 27% of males, reported that they became angry when someone of the opposite sex expressed an interest in them; 64% of females felt insulted, compared with 39% of males. A majority of the respondents expressed ambivalence-84% of females and 77% of males reported that although they felt good when someone of the opposite sex expressed an interest in them, they were also afraid. Among the 389 males and 223 females who reported that they were interested in someone of the opposite sex, 76% of males and 61% of females reported that they tried to find out more about the person they liked (Figure 2 ). Some 32% of females and 42% of males asked a relative or a friend to intervene on their behalf. Interestingly, 65% of males and 53% of females stopped meeting the person they liked because they feared getting a "bad name." In addition, 45% of females and 40% of males reported that although they liked someone of the opposite sex, they did nothing to pursue their interest; the difference between the sexes on this variable was not significant.
Among males and females who reported an interest in someone of the opposite sex, 57% of males and 68% females reported that they had spoken to the person they liked on a few occasions (Figure 3 ). Thirty-nine percent of males and 15% of females reported that they had ever touched one another, indicating that physical contact is still a taboo, especially for the females. Twenty-five percent of males and 16% of females considered their relationship a casual one; 51% of males, in comparison with 40% of females, said that they would like to marry the person they were interested in.
Attitudes Toward Premarital Sex
Overall, females had more conservative attitudes than males (Table 3) . Females were more likely than males to agree that only married people should have a sexual relationship (96% vs. 92%) and less likely than males to agree that if a male and female love one another it is okay for them to have a sexual relationship (14% vs. 33%), that females may get involved in a sexual relationship to prove their love (38% vs. 65%) and that it is okay to have a sexual relationship if reliable contraceptives are used to prevent pregnancy (26% vs. 51%). Comparisons by age of the respondents show that younger females are no more conservative than the older ones; the pattern of reporting is similar to the overall gender disaggregated findings. When comparing attitudes by experiences of sexual relationships, we see few gender differences. Only one item remains statistically significant for those who had had sex-81% of males, compared with 65% of females, believed that females may get involved in a sexual relationship to prove their love.
Sources of Information
The majority of the respondents (90% of males and females) reported that they got information on reproductive and sexual health from television and films, making those media the most common source of information on these issues (not shown). Ninety-two percent of males reported that they got information from their male friends and 60% of females reported that they got information from their female friends, suggesting that same-sex peers are an important source of information. Books and magazines were also popular sources of information, with 64% of males and 49% of females reporting that they used these sources. In addition, 54% of males and 17% of females reported that they got information from pornographic films. Parents, particularly fathers, were not an important source of information for the study respondents.
DISCUSSION
Overall, our findings are similar to recently concluded studies that illustrate significant differences in reporting by gender, with males reporting more sexual behaviors than females. 5, 16 Among those who reported romantic partnerships, more females than males were negative or ambivalent about these relationships. Furthermore, males were more active than females in pursuing their interest in the opposite sex. In addition, young people have a wide variety of expectations from these romantic partnerships, from casual relationships to physical intimacy and plans to get married, with more males than females reporting that they considered these partnerships a casual relationship.
Although sexual behaviors were better understood in the context of marriage until recently, especially for females, 24 only 40% of females and 51% of males reported that they would like to marry their romantic partner. There could be several possible explanations, including lack of parental approval, being too young to plan marriage and also that young people today do not necessarily view premarital romantic partnerships as leading to marriage.
Among the sexually inexperienced, a larger proportion of females reported interacting with the opposite sex, whereas males more often reported having a friend of the opposite sex. These findings suggest that although there are opportunities for social mixing between the two sexes, females are hesitant to make friends with members of the opposite sex or acknowledge these friendships. In addition, these findings suggest that social norms for premarital romantic partnerships are stricter for females than males. However, the results also illustrate that despite the social restrictions and discriminatory gender norms that systematically place young women at a disadvantage, 18 a substantial proportion of young people are exploring premarital heterosexual relationships.
The large majority of the respondents, including those who reported a premarital sexual relationship, reported that only married couples should have a sexual relationship, with females reporting significantly more conservative attitudes toward premarital sex than males. However, the gender differences in attitudes disappeared among those who had engaged in a sexual relationship, suggesting that in comparison with gender and age, sexual experience is a more defining characteristic for attitudes and behaviors related to premarital romantic relationships. Within this social context, a substantial proportion of young people expressed more favorable attitudes toward premarital sex under specific conditions, such as when the female and male love one another or when a reliable contraceptive method is available.
Our findings on sources of sexual and reproductive health information are in keeping with evidence from other recent studies 14(pp.138-139), 25 showing that in the absence of reliable sources of information, youth rely on films and peers of the same sex for information. As a result, they are likely to be poorly informed or misinformed on these issues and prone to suffer from negative consequences of unsafe or unprotected sexual behaviors. In addition, despite evidence that relevant and correct information delays sexual initiation, prevents unwanted pregnancies and lowers rates of STI transmission, 26 social norms discourage discussion of issues related to sexuality in family settings, 19 as parents often believe that this would imply approval of sexual activity. 4 Lack of communication with parents and trusted adults keeps young people illinformed and unlikely to receive parental support or counsel in relation to sexual matters. 14(pp. 90-91), 12 Sex education remains inadequate and irrelevant to young people's needs, and reproductive health services remain inaccessible, unaffordable and of low quality. 12 Our study has some limitations. For example, information on the youth's preferred source of information would have been valuable for program planners. Also, parents, teachers and opinion leaders are important adults in the lives of adolescents, and including them in the study would have provided a more comprehensive understanding of premarital romantic partnerships. An in-depth qualitative follow-up on some of the findings from this study would be an important avenue for future research. In addition, our findings may have limited generalizability to unmarried youth living in economically disadvantaged neighborhoods in larger cities in India. However, this is an important group to study because of their limited access to reliable sources of information on reproductive and sexual health and their likelihood of engaging in high-risk behaviors.
An important strength of this study lies in exploring the premarital romantic partnerships of young people, including their sexual behaviors, from their perspective; this information is extremely valuable in addressing their 
